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Sentenced to be Hanged:
the Tragic Story of a Danish Immigrant
byPETERD. THOMSEN
Introduction
Several years ago, Thorvald Hansen who was then in
charge of the Danish Immigrant Archives at Grand View
College, Des Moines, Iowa, asked if I would be interested in
writing the Peter Mathiasen story. I had previously told him
that in my childhood home I had heard bits and pieces of this
tale and that what I remembered most was how intensely it
was discussed by some of the immigrant people with whom
my parents associated. Little did I realize they were talking
about something that happened fifteen years before my
birth.
At first, I was reluctant to express a serious interest in
trying to record Mathiasen's tragic account, mainly because I
knew Thorvald Hansen had gathered a fair amount of
research material and was himself interested in doing something with this. He assured me, however, that what he had
on hand needed organizing, and he thought more was available if I cared to go after it. Moreover, though he was vitally
interested in the subject and eager to have its substance made
available in the English language, he had a number of other
projects going and could use some help on this one. Therefore, I said yes, I would write the Peter Mathiasen story.
This has been a good project for one who desires to
remain active during retirement. I've enjoyed the explorations made in the state archives of the Minnesota Historical
Society, and I've enjoyed no less the struggle of having to
read through, in old Danish script, several issues of the
newspaper published in Omaha by Sophus S. Neble. These
were made available on microfilm by the Nebraska State
Library. I've appreciated also having access to photocopies
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made by Thorvald Hansen of the material located in the
University of Minnesota Library, Bemidji, Minnesota. The
portfolio lent to me by the Danish Immigrant Archives in
Des Moines was also very helpful. The late Olaf R. Juhl of
Minneapolis who had a keen interest in Mathiasen' s story
very graciously gave me the file he had accumulated over a
period of years. This included correspondence, clippings,
copies of newspaper accounts published in Denmark, and an
analysis of Mathiasen' s prison record written by Philip S.
Juhl, Olaf's nephew. Some of the material in Olaf Juhl's file
was provided by the Danes Worldwide Archives in Aalborg,
Denmark. I am especially grateful to Sandra Knudsen of Des
Moines for her drawing of the Peter Mathiasen portrait
published in the Vendsyssel Tidende, November 31, 1965,
and to my good friend, Bjorn Bjornson, for proof reading
and editing my text.
To Thorvald Hansen I hereby express my sincere appreciation for granting me the privilege of working on this
project. I also thank him for reading my manuscript and
making a number of helpful suggestions.
All the material with which I have worked, together with
notes, has been carefully organized and is now located in the
Danish Immigrant Archives, Grand View College, Des
Moines, Iowa.
Discovery, Investigation, Suspect
The scene was Gull Lake near Tenstrike, Minnesota; the
year, 1907; the month and day, May 16. Walking along the
shore that day two local citizens were stunned by what they
saw. A few feet away, floating in the water, was the badly
decomposed body of an unknown man. He was completely
nude. Shortly after removing his body, the Beltrami county
coroner's office was called. The deputy coroner who was
sent to investigate determined further examination would be
necessary. The next day, therefore, the body was brought to
Bemidji for autopsy. At the coroner's inquest which followed
on May 18, a jury of six men was impaneled to determine the
cause of death.
The autopsy, performed by a physician, showed possible
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signs of foul play. The man's lower jaw was broken in five .
places, and his skull was badly fractured. Below the left eye
was a hole corresponding in size to that of a shot gun muzzle;
a heavy load of buckshot, with part of a gun wad in it, was
lodged in the man's brain. His eyebrow and beard also were
badly burned. 1
At the inquest, Wm. Fellows, a well-known lumber
merchant residing in Tenstrike, was the key witness. Fellows
testified that the body of the deceased was that of one John
Johnson, a common laborer, about 38 or 40 years old with
no known relatives. He further testified that both Johnson
and his partner, Peter Mathiasen, worked for him during the
months of January and February cutting cord wood at one of
his campsites on Gull Lake. The two men batched in the
cabin provided by Mr. Fellows.
Here are four other items to which the key witness
testified: (1) When Fellows hired Mathiasen, it appeared he
owed Johnson some money. It was agreed, therefore, that
Mathiasen's wages would be paid to Johnson. (2) Toward
evening on or about February 20, Mr. Fellows met Mathiasen in the Tenstrike Post Office. There was some conversation, Mathiasen said he was not feeling well and needed some
money so he could go see a doctor. Fellows wrote out a $15
check and gave it to Mathiasen. The check was later cashed
at a well-known hotel in Bemidji. (3) About four or five days
later, Fellows saw Mathiasen coming from the train station
in Tenstrike and noticed he was limping. When Fellows
asked how he was doing, Mathiasen explained he had just
returned from Bemidji where the doctor had told him to
could begin working in about ten days - was this all right
with Mr. Fellows? Fellows said that it was, but what about
Johnson? Mathiasen said that Johnson had gone to
Crookston and would not return, but Mr. Fellows needn't
worry; Mathiasen would find another partner. (4) About a
week or so later, Mathiasen showed up at Mr. Fellows' home
in Tenstrike. He came to say he was quitting his job. Fellows
gave him the use of a team and wagon to go pick up his
things. Later in the evening, Mathiasen returned with the
team and wagon; he also gave Mr. Fellows the key to his
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cabin. This was the last time Fellows saw Mathiasen. 2
After weighing the autopsy evidence and hearing Fellows'
testimony, the coroner's jury concluded it was dealing with a
homicide: "We find the said John Johnson was murdered in
the following manner: he was shot by a shot gun held in the
hands of some party to us unknown and his skull fractured
by some blunt instrument." 3
News of the dead man's identity spread like wild-fire.
Even before the coroner's inquest was complete, the deceased
man's name was known all over town. Other unverified
information followed. Some said Johnson was well fixed.
Besides the money he made in the winter working as a
lumberjack, he owned a homestead in Roseau county. About
his partner, Mathiasen, it was rumored that after he quit his
job with Fellows he wa seen on the streets of Tenstrike well
dressed and drunk. Others claimed they had heard
Mathiasen say he and Johnson were going out west. Where
out west they didn't know.
The newspaper article reporting these stories also
reported that Mr. Fellows stated at the inquest what he had
·learned from various sources - that a $400 check had been
cashed at the Beltrami County Bank in Tenstrike by someone
who represented himself as Johnson. The cashier gave the
person presenting the check $100 in cash and a time
certificate for the balance. Two or three days later, the time
certificate was cashed at the Lumberman's National Bank in
Bemidji. 4
Questions now arose. Had Mathiasen cashed a check
issued to Johnson? Were there other checks to which he had
forged Johnson's name? Where was Mathiasen? Could he be
found? The man now clearly was a suspect in this case and
was wanted for questioning.
Warrant for Arrest
On complaint of the county attorney, Mr. Henry
Funkley, the court issued to Thomas Bailey, the Beltrami
county sheriff, a warrant for Peter Mathiasen's arrest. It was
dated May 20, 1907. 5 No one had seen Mathiasen since early
March; so nothing further might have come of this had it not
been for what surprisingly happened next. The postmaster in
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Tenstrike received a letter signed by one John Johnson
requesting that his mail be forwarded to him in care of the
postmaster in Portland, Oregon. Just what the authorities
needed! Armed with this letter and the arrest warrant, John
Bailey, Sheriff Bailey's deputy and son, headed west.
Mathiasen Confesses
It took John Bailey only two weeks to find his suspect, a
remarkable feat given the fact that Bailey himself had never
seen Mathiasen. Indeed, the physical description he had of
him could have fit any number of lumberjacks living in and
around Portland.
When he reached his destination, the first thing Deputy
Sheriff Bailey did was to contact the Portland city police
whose help he solicted and got. He also visited every
employment office he could find, both in Portland and in the
nearby city of Vancouver. He finally found one where,
under the name of John Johnson, Mathiasen may have
stopped. There were also many boarding houses in Portland.
Bailey visited as many as he could and set up a decoy, saying
to the manager or owner of each: "If a man by the name of
John Johnson shows up, have him call at the post office for a
registered letter." Deputy Sheriff Bailey put in some long
days, but his efforts paid off.
On June 4, Peter Mathiasen presented himself at the Portland post office. When he signed for the registered letter that
he had been told was waiting for him, two detectives from
the Portland police nabbed him. At first, Mathiasen flatly
denied he was anyone other than John Johnson. Later, however, at the Portland jail, when Deputy Sheriff Bailey confronted him, Mathiasen confessed. He insisted, however,
that though he sh<,t and killed Johnson, the shooting was an
accident. He and Johnson had been working in the woods for
Mr. Fellows, Mathiasen said. They had lived together in a
cabin by Gull Lake, and there had never been any disagreement or hard feelings between them. Bailey did not press for
a lot of details. As for the letter sent to the postmaster in
Tenstrike, however, Mathiasen said the reason he did this
was that he knew the rent on Johnson's homestead was soon
due. 6
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Jailed and Held Over for Indictment
Following Mathiasen' s confession, Deputy Sheriff Bailey
returned to Bemidji with his prisoner. After the trip, which
took three days, both men were physically exhausted.
Mathiasen was immediately taken to the Beltrami county jail
where, excepting officials, no one was allowed to see him.
Describing the sheriff's prisoner, the newspaper had this to
say: "Mathiasen is an inoffensive looking fellow, and would
not be considered as a dangerous man or one who would
commit murder. He has a pleasant countenance and wears a
brown mustache. He speaks broken English, with a Danish
accent, being a native of Denmark, 27 years old." 7
On June 11 a preliminary hearing was held. Mathiasen
appeared in court with Sheriff Bailey. The warrant for his
arrest was returned and filed. The defendant waived
examination to appear later in the Beltrami county court to
plead and was then committed to the county jail to await his
next court appearance. 8
Between the time of his preli1 1inary hearing and the subsequent grand jury indictment which charged him with
murder in the first degree, Mathiasen was held in jail without
bail and benefit of counsel. Two Bemidji clergymen, however, were allowed to visit him. One was the Rev. Mr. White
of the Presbyterian Church; the other was the Rev. Mr. C.
Pearson, a Swedish Lutheran. Both men believed Mathiasen
was innocent. Pastor Pearson later wrote: "The first
impression I had of him, and which I continue to have, is
that he could not have murdered Johnson." 9
On September 17 (the same day as the grand jury indictment) the court appointed Graham Torrance to be Mathiasen' s attorney. Although Mr. Torrance was young and
inexperienced, he proved himself to be a competent lawyer,
and a person of great compassion.
On September 19, Mathiasen again appeared in court to
plead. This time, his attorney was with him. Mathiasen
pleaded not guilty. 10 For everyone concerned there was
nothing more to do but get ready for the trial.
Mathiasen' s Day in Court
The jury selection in Peter Mathiasen's case was a long,
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drawn-out affair. It took the court four sessions, between
September 19 and October 1, to complete the selection. In
all, 74 persons were called to serve. Twelve jurors were
finally sworn in, and on October 1 at 7:30 p.m., the trial
began. 11
In his opening statement Graham Torrance made several
points for the defense. He pointed first to the circumstances
in this case, and he pleaded with the jury to seriously
consider them. Peter Mathiasen, Torrance said, "was a
stranger in a strange land." His poor English, and his lack of
knowledge regarding the ways of our land and its system of
jurisprudence, should not be overlooked. Second, the
defendant, though he had been in this country only a year,
had learned enough English to take the stand and be a
witness in his own defense. As to his motive, if there really
was one, the jury would have to decide. Finally, Mr.
Torrance said, no one in this case would deny wrongdoing.
Many of the things Peter Mathiasen did were undeniably
wrong. They could not bear out the charge, however, that
"with malice aforethought and with premeditated design"
Peter Mathiasen murdered John Johnson. 12
On the witness stand, Mathiasen' s account of John
Johnson's demise was essentially the same one as he gave to
Deputy Sheriff Bailey at the time of his confession in Portland. The shooting was an accident, he said. Before getting
· into the details that now were added, however, Mr.
Torrance asked Mathiasen to tell the court a little about himself.
He was born in Denmark, Mathiasen said, and came to
the United States in the fall of 1906. His parents were
farmers. As a child, he went to school where he learned to
read and write. Until he was 18 or 19 he worked on his
father's farm. Thereafter, for a few years, he worked as a
hired hand for various farmers. Then he decided to emigrate.
In Minnesota he had a friend, Viggo Pedersen, at Oakwood,
near Blackduck. Once in this country, this friend's name and
address was the one he used to find his way.
Traveling by steamer with several other Danes, Mathiasen landed in New York. After this, his first major stop in
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Minnesota was Stillwater. Here he found a job and remained
several days. Then, he moved to Blackduck. From there he
walked 14 miles to find his friend Viggo Pedersen. As it
turned out, Pedersen was in no position to provide Mathiasen with long term housing. Neither could he offer him a job;
so about a week later, Mathiasen sought and found
temporary employment in and around Oakwood. He made
frequent trips to Bemidji.
In November, he found a higher paying job working in
construction with the new sewer system in Bemidji. He took
his room and board at the Minnesota House. Here he met
Johnson. They became friends. Mathiasen stayed with his
job in Bemidji three weeks. Then, he and Johnson went to
Tenstrike where, for the next several weeks, they hired themselves out to various parties. Sometimes they worked as
farmhands; sometimes as woodsmen. When they worked
together cutting logs, it was on the crosscut saw. After work,
they often would go to a saloon where, Mathiasen said,
Johson did much drinking. Sometime early in January, they
decided to take a job on contract cutting cord wood for Mr.
Fellows. In the cabin on Gull Lake provided by Fellows,
everything moved smoothly along for the two bachelors.
They worked hard at their jobs; they prepared their own
meals. Supplies were bought at the store in Ten strike; and,
through a hole they chopped in the ice, they drew from the
lake all the water they needed.
Then, one day, Johnson suggested they buy a gun so they
could shoot some rabbits. That way they wouldn't have to
buy a lot of meat. Mathiasen agred this was a good idea. On
their next trip to Tenstrike, they bought a gun, Johnson
making the purchase. Two days later the tragedy occurred.
Mathiasen was unable to fix the date, but he seemed sure it
happened towards the latter part of February.
As usual, on the morning of the accident, Mathiasen got
up and prepared breakfast. Johnson, who said he didn't feel
like working that day, suggested Mathiasen take the gun and
go shoot some rabbits. He asked if Mathiasen knew how the
gun worked. Mathiasen said he did, having owned one
similar to it in Denmark. Johnson, nevertheless, insisted on a
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demonstration. Sitting on his bed near the table, his legs
dangling over the side, Johnson proceeded to show
Mathiasen how the gun worked. Then, he put a cartridge in
it. At the end of the table, sitting on a log stump, Mathiasen
watched. When Johnson was finished, he handed the loaded
gun back to Mathiasen and told him to put some more wood
in the stove. Mathiasen laid the gun on the table and got up
to tend the stove. As he did so, in a manner he could not
explain, the gun fired, discharging the whole load which
went directly to Johnson's head. Johnson fell backwards on
the bed and made no sound. He simply lay there, still.
Mathiasen admitted he was only inches away when the gun
went off, but he insisted he was looking at it. His hand did
not touch it. Bewildered, he rushed outside where he
remained the next ten or fifteen minutes. When he managed
to get hold of himself, he returned to the cabin and called:
"Johnson, Johnson!" He got no answer. Johnson did not
move.
Stunned, Mathiasen put on his coat and left at once for
Tens trike. "Me pulled the door to and locked it before
going," he said. 13 Tenstrike was only two miles away, an
easy walk for a young man on a cold February day. On this
particular day, however, it took Mathiasen two hours to get
there. He stopped several times along the way, wondering
what he should do once he was in Tenstrike. He had no
friends there, and he could barely speak English. When he
finally arrived, he spent most of his time the rest of that day
and part of the next, walking up and down Tenstrike's main
street. He did something else that he said was unusual for
him. He went into a saloon and drank several glasses of beer.
Afterwards, he thought he felt better. He still hadn't
resolved, however, what to do with the body of his friend.
Finally, on the first day after the shooting, he made up his
mind.
Returning to the cabin, Mathiasen, in the dark of the
night, lifted Johnson's body off the bed and carried it to the
lake. Using the same hole in the ice through which the two
men had drawn water for their personal and household use,
Mathiasen tried pushing Johnson'~ body into the lake. The
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hole was too small. Only when he removed Johnson's
clothes, cutting them free, was Mathiasen able to lower the
body of his friend to its watery grave. Asked by his attorney
why he wanted to dispose of Johnson's body in this way,
Mathiasen offered no explanation. He simply said that, under
the circumstances, he thought it was the best he could do.
(Earlier, according to one report, when asked why he didn't
tell someone "of the accident," tears filled his eyes, as he
admitted: "that probably would have been better.") 14
When he returned to the cabin, Mathiasen tried covering
his tracks. He put all of Johnson's clothes and bed clothes in
a sack. (It is not clear from the various accounts precisely
where he hid this.) While gathering Johnson's clothes and
going through his pockets, however, Mathiasen came upon a
$400 check made out to Johnson. This he kept for himself.
He also took the cash he found in Johnson's pocketbook,
about $17. (Again, from newspaper accounts, it is not clear
where Mathiasen hid the gun. Later, however, it was found,
as were Johnson's clothes and bed clothes. When questioned
about the gun, and the fact that its stock was broken,
Mathiasen claimed no knowledge of this. He held firmly to
his story that the shooting was an accident.)
It was now the day after Johnson's burial. Still not knowing what to do or where to go, Mathiasen again walked to
Tenstrike. This time, however, he began drinking heavily.
He also gambled and lost most of the cash he took from
Johnson's pocketbook. Then, he went to the bank. Representing himself as Johnson, he asked the bank manager if he
could cash the check he had for $400. When the manager
asked him how much of it he wanted right then and there,
Mathiasen said $100. The manager gave him $116, and a
time certificate for the balance. The next day, in Bemidji,
using Johnson's name a second time, Mathiasen endorsed the
time certificate and gave it to Robert Nelson, a Bemidji hotel
and saloon keeper. Nelson knew that Mathiasen, the man he
was dealing with, was not Johnson. Nevertheless, he told
Mathiasen he would get the endorsed certificate cashed and
give him the money. Before attempting to fulfill his promise,
however, Nelson, a card shark, engaged Mathiasen in a
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night long game of poker. When it was over, Mathiasen was
flat broke. His next stop was Portland. To get there he had to
borrow $25. Nelson lent him the money.
In his cross examination, the Beltrami county attorney,
Mr. Funkley, went over every part of Mathiasen' s
testimony. He especially called attention to Mathiasen' s
motive, claiming it was money and property. He questioned
Mathiasen as to his movements after Johnson was killed and
expressed utter dismay at Mathiasen' s incredible nerve and
greed. He wondered how a man who had been in this
country less than a year could manage in so short a time to
function as well as he did in the English language. He
succeeded in getting Mathiasen to admit that English for him
was not all that difficult. He asked Mathiasen how he
learned to write Johnson's name. Funkley's most severe
questions centered on the gun which he submitted to the
court as evidence. How could the gun go off by itself? When
found, the gun was in two parts. Had Mathiasen ever taken
this gun apart? If so, when? What about the broken gun
stock? Was that its condition when the gun was bought?
Another question: precisely where was Johnson sitting when
the charge from the gun hit him?
Beside the gun, Funkley submitted several items for
exhibit. 1 5 Most damaging among these were two letters
Mathiasen wrote - one representing himself as Johnson to
the postmaster in Tenstrike; the other addressed to the lessee
of Johnson's homestead requesting that the rent money be
sent to Johnson's new address in Portland.
During his entire time on the stand, Mathiasen's
demeanor seemed meek and mild. According to one news
reporter covering the story: "the accused man was very pale
but otherwise quite calm and collected, and in giving his
testimony he answered in a very low voice, and was
requested to speak louder." 16
In the rebuttal, the county attorney recalled four witnesses (presumably, they had testified at one of the previous
hearings). Two of the four testified that Peter Mathiasen had
forged Johnson's name to two checks. The third witness was
the medical doctor who performed the autopsy. He simply
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verified the facts previously made known by the coroner's
jury. The fourth witness testified as to (1) the dimensions of
the cabin in which the shooting took place, and (2) the
position and place of every item in the cabin. This included
the table, "deacon's bench," stove, and bed. Mr. Funkley, on
the basis of this information, made his point: the cabin's
measurements, and the location of all its furniture, demonstrated the impossibility of the defendant's claim that the
shooting was an accident. Given the position that Mathiasen
said Johnson was in at the time he was shot, namely sitting in
bed with his legs extended over the "deacon's bench" at his
side, he would have had to fall forward to the floor when he
was hit. Also, when the gun went off, the charge would have
had to hit Johnson in the chest, not in the head just below the
eye.
In his summation to the jury, Mr. Torrance made a
passionate plea for justice. He retold the story of Mathiasen's
life as he himself had given it on the witness stand. He
emphasized Mathiasen' s ignorance of the social mores and
system of jurisprudence in this country and said this was the
reason for his client's panic, fear, and bad behavior after the
shooting. He pleaded with the jury not to send a man to the
gallows on the grounds of circumstantial evidence, and he
stressed the improbability of a man killing his best friend.
The county attorney in his summation spoke for an hourand-a-half. He reviewed all the evidence and insisted the shot
that killed Johnson was not accidental. He stated further that
Mathiasen was "not a stranger in a strange land," but "a
shrewd criminal." He again brought to the jury's attention
the manner in which Mathiasen had acquired Johnson's
money, cashed his checks and blew their proceeds drinking,
gambling and carousing. Under the law, Mr. Funkley said,
the jury was bound to bring in a verdict of guilty.
The court proceedings ended at 4 p.m., October 4th, a
few hours less than three full days.
Jury Gets the Case

The judge who presided was Judge William S. McClenahan of the Minnesota Court, Fifteenth Judicial District. After
giving his instructions to the jury, the jurors retired to
-20--

deliberate. Sometime around midnight, they sent word to
the judge they were deadlocked. The judge immediately
called a special session of the court. When the jurors
reported they had "agreed to disagree," the judge said that in
a matter this grave they could not do this. They should take
their time, return to the jury room, deliberate some more,
and come in with a verdict - not guilty, or guilty as
charged.
The Verdict
On October 5th at 11 a.m., after 19 hours of deliberation, the jury reported that a verdict had been reached. The
court then reconvened. When the judge asked if members of
the jury had reached a verdict, the foreman replied, saying
they had. Judge McClenahan then received from him the
copy of the verdict and handed it to the court clerk with the
request that it be read. It said: "We the jury impaneled and
sworn to try the guilt or innocence of the above named
defendant, find the said defendant, Peter Mathiasen, guilty
as charged, in the indictment, and ask the mercy of the
court." 17
Mathiasen was visbly upset when he heard the words
"guilty as charged," but when the words "ask for the mercy
of the court" were added, he seemed greatly relieved ... 18
The judge thanked members of the jury and told them
they were discharged. After conferring with his attorney,
Mathiasen was returned to his cell in the Beltrami County
jail to await sentence.
The Judgment
The judge wasted no time. On the same day Mathiasen
was found guilty, Judge McClenahan sentenced both him
and another man convicted of murder. This probably was
the first time in the State of Minnesota that a judge was
called upon to condemn two men for murder at one and the
same time.
The other man, Murten S. Munn, indicted under the
name of Martin S. Munn, was brought into the courtroom
first. When he began reading Munn's sentence, the judge
broke down and had to leave the courtroom. When he
returned several minutes later, he completed the sentence death by hanging.
-21-

Immediately thereafter, Peter Mathiasen was summoned.
He seemed composed, almost unaffected by what was going
on. (Perhaps he didn't understand how critical this moment
was, the jury having asked for mercy on his behalf.) Judge
McClenahan asked Mathiasen if he had anything to say. He
gave no answer, but Mathiasen's lawyer attorney spoke up.
He appealed for clemency and said that as the trial
progressed he became more and more convinced his client
was telling the truth. He said further he believed the jury
agreed with him. Otherwise, it would not have asked for
mercy. The judge replied, "I am firmly convinced of the guilt
of this defendant. I cannot conceive of a more deliberate and
merciless murder than that for which Peter Mathiasen has
been convicted." 19
Judge McClenahan pronounced this sentence: "It is
considered, ordered and adjudged by this court that you,
Peter Mathiasen, as punishment for the crime of murder in
the first degree, of which you have been duly convicted in
this cause, be hence taken to the common jail of Beltrami
County, and confined therein, and that thereafter and after
the lapse of three (3) calendar months from this date, to wit:
the 5th day of October, A.D. 1907, and at a time to be fixed
by the Governor of the State of Minnesota, and designated
by his warrant, you be taken to the place of execution by the
sheriff of said Beltrami County, and there be hanged by the
neck, until you are dead." 20 Needless to say, the atmosphere
in the court that day was chilling. Almost a year to the date
of his arrival in this country, the young Dane, Peter Mathiasen, was condemned to die.
The Danes Intervene
In 1911 the death penalty was abolished in Minnesota.
Five years prior to this, mainly because of a widely
publicized botched hanging in 1906, capital punishment was
hotly debated throughout the state. Almost everyone in high
office got involved. No one was more outspoken, however,
than Governor J. A. Johnson who took a strong anti-death
penalty stance. Under the law it was the governor's duty to
set the date of every state execution, but in Peter Mathiasen's
case, as in that of Murten S. Munn, Governor Johnson
-22-

hesitated to act. For this he was severely and publicly
criticized. To a news reporter who questioned him on the
matter, the governor replied: "You can say from me that I
believe hanging is still a relic of the times of barbarism. I do
not believe in capital punishment. I do not believe that man
should take the life of man under the protection of law, or
without law." 21 Nevertheless, despite his opinion and strong
feeling, and because it was not a matter of choice on his part,
Governor Johnson in due time established February 7, 1908
as the date for Minnesota's first double hanging. Mathiasen
and Munn who had been sentenced the same day would now
die on the same day.
Immediately following Mathiasen' s sentence, his courtappointed lawyer, Graham Torrance, petitioned the
Minnesota State Pardons Board for a reconsideration and
reduction of penalty. Munn' s lawyer did the same for him,
and January 13, 1908 was set as the date for a hearing on
both petitions. When the board met on this date, however,
no decision was reached, and the hearing was extended to
January 21.
Meanwhile, a Danish newspaper published in Omaha
became interested in Mathiasen' s case and on his behalf
appealed to its readers for support. 22 From Danes all over
the country a small but significant amount of money was
raised, and Sophus F. Neble, publisher and editor of the
paper, engaged Harry S. Swensen, a Minneapolis lawyer, to
investigate the matter. Mr. Swensen went to Bemidji where
he met with a number of that city's leading citizens and with
several less prominent people as well. Some had served as
jurors at Mathiasen's trial. Everyone Swensen talked to, it
seems, agreed that Mathiasen did not intentionally kill John
Johnson. As to Mathiasen's other acts, however, all said he
was guilty and that he should be punished.
During the time he spent in Bemidji, Swensen accumulated a fair amount of material appropriate for presentation
before the pardons board. He gathered six letters of strong
support: from the mayor of Bemidji, the chief of police, the
captain of the Bemidji Police Department, and the president
and cashier of Lumberman's National Bank, and the Rev.
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S.E. White of the First Presbyterian Church. Each favored a
commutation of sentence. 23 In addition, Swensen obtained
two significant affidavits. One was from a member of the
jury who stated it was his understanding that if the jury
recommended the mercy of the court, Mathiasen could not
and would not be hanged. This same juror also said he was
never satisfied beyond a reasonable doubt that Mathiasen
had deliberately killed Johnson. "If he had believed [the]
court could have sentenced Mathiasen to death he would not
have consented to [the] verdict." 24 The other affidavit
Swensen obtained came from deputy sheriff John N. Bailey.
This was the man who had arrested Mathiasen and put him
in jail. Bailey stated he favored a change in Mathiasen's sentence from death to life imprisonment. He also said:
"Mathiasen has been a model prisoner in every respect, and
has shown no evidence of a criminal disposition." 25
Upon completion
of his investigation,
Swensen
proceeded to write a report for Sophus Neble. Before leaving
Bemidji, however, he visited Peter Mathiasen in jail. "When
I asked the prisoner if he had committed the crime, he
answered: 'I no mean to kill him' ." 26
While Swensen was in Bemidji doing the job assigned to
him, Sophus Neble was in Minneapolis and St. Paul
consulting some Danish friends and a few politically
influential Minnesotans. With their help Mr. Neb le planned
and carried out a three stage strategy. First, he sought and
found the best legal counsel available; he persuaded former
Governor John Lind to take Mathiasen's case. This was a
stroke of good fortune, to say the least. As the chief spokesman for Mathiasen before the pardons board, nobody could
possibly do a better job than this still dominant figure in
Minnesota politics.
The second stage in Neble' s strategy was to gain possession of the gun that killed John Johnson. If it was defective,
as Mathiasen claimed, this could be demonstrated at the
pardons board hearing. Neble, therefore, ordered Swensen
to get the gun while he was in Bemidji. County Attorney
Henry Funkley, however, refused to release it; Swensen sent
a telegram to the governor of the state requesting that he
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order Funkley to hand it over. When Governor Johnson did
this, Mr. Funkley complied.
The third and final stage in Neb le' s strategy was to seek a
personal interview with the members of the pardons board.
(This board consisted of three members - the governor of
the state, the chief justice of the state supreme court, and the
state attorney general; their unanimous
decision was
required before any pardon or commutation of sentence
could be granted.) Three days before they met, Sophus
Neble went to the capitol in St. Paul where he was granted a
private and separate interview with each pardons board
member. He explained as convincingly as he could his
interest in Mathiasen' s pathetic case, and he strongly urged a
commutation of his sentence.
When the pardons board met in St. Paul, January 21,
1908, the first one to speak for Mathiasen was former
Governor Lind. He said that from his reading of the trial
transcript everything indicated Mathiasen's shooting of
Johnson was an accident. He also said he thought Mathiasen
was telling the truth. The former governor then presented his
four-point case for the condemned Dane: (1) The gun that
shot Johnson was defective. When Lind produced the gun as
evidence and handed it to the governor who in turn handed
it to the chief justice, the gun's hammer snapped. Had it been
loaded, someone in the hearing room could have been shot,
even killed. Lind's conclusion? The gun went off by accident
the day John Johnson was shot. (2) Mathiasen did not steal
John Johnson's money right away. He waited until he had
put the dead man's body under the ice in Gull Lake. Only
then did he discover in Johnson's clothes the check and loose
change that he took. This is not the way a criminal acts
when, for monetary gain, he plans and commits a murder.
(3) Mathiasen was totally ignorant of this country's customs
and laws and wasn't competent enough in the English
language to fully understand what was going on, especially
after his arrest and during his trial. When he accidentally
shot Johnson, he was panic-striken. A man in this state of
mind could easily get the crazy notion of hiding the body of
someone he didn't mean to kill. (4) Something about the
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jury's verdict was susp1c1ous. According to the affidavit
sworn to by one of the jurors, a large law book was available
in the jury room, and it was from this book that one of the
jurors read to the others that if they declared the defendant
guilty and requested the court's mercy, the judge could not
condemn him to the gallows. It is illegal during jury deliberations to have a law book of any kind in a jury room.
It surprised everyone that a man as prominent and
popular as former Governor Lind would plead Mathiasen' s
case. Lind was a specialist in corporation and constitutional
law, and his fees were known to be very high. The lonely
greenhorn sitting in jail waiting for the hangman's noose was
penniless, and the Danes who came to his aid were also poor,
in a manner of speaking; but a man's life was at stake, and
former Governor Lind believed, as did the Danes who intervened, that Peter Mathiasen was innocent. 27 (Later, as an
honorarium, Sephus Neble gave former Governor Lind
$100. However, the former governor said he wanted nothing
for his services.)
The next person to present himself before the pardons
bpard was the Rev. Mr. White of the First Presbyterian
Church in Bemidji. His statement was brief and to the point.
Rev. White said he had often visited Peter Mathiasen in jail
and that from his understanding of human nature and
behavior, Mathiasen was not one who could or would, "with
malice aforethought," commit murder.
Finally, Harry Swensen stepped forth. He explained that,
because most of the material he had gathered for this hearing
had already been presented by former Governor Lind, there
was no need for him to go through this again. He added,
however, that in his opinion, for a variety of reasons, Peter
Mathiasen had not had a fair trial, and that after meeting
him in person he was more convinced than ever of his
innocence.
Everything at the hearing seemed to be moving along
smoothly for Mathiasen, but then something happened
whic;h could have spoiled the whole thing. A lawyer whose
name was C. Rosenmeier, whose law practice was somewhere near Tenstrike, spoke up and said he also had been
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asked by a prominent Dane, Mr. Christian Rasmussen of
Minneapolis, to investigate Mathiasen's case. (Rasmussen
was a well-known publisher of Danish books and of a
Danish weekly newspaper widely read in Minnesota.) When
asked by the Chief Justice to present his findings, however,
Rosenmeier had nothing to show, and he was ordered to sit
down. Before doing so he managed to say he thought
Mathiasen was innocent.
Then, Chris Rasmussen arose and said: "I am Christian
Rasmussen of Minneapolis. I am interested in this case,
mainly because Peter Mathiasen and I come from the same
place in Denmark. I know the people there, and they are the
'moonshiners' of Denmark. They are honest enough folks,
but as I've said, they are the moonshiners of Denmark." 28
This statement was not helpful, to say the least.
The Danish Vice-Consul, Dr. J. C. Nelson, spoke next,
saying: "I represent the Danish consulate, and in behalf of
the King of Denmark, I ask for leniency." 29 This was a
complete turn around from the position taken by Dr. Nelson
two months earlier when he wrote in a letter to Graham
Torrance that he had followed Mathiasen' s case closely and
had come to believe the jury could not possibly have disagreed as to his guilt. "Admitting that the gun was
accidentally discharged," he wrote, "the fact remains that
[Mathiasen] committed an act of ghoulism, and I can not
conceive of anything more horrible." 30 Dr. Nelson added
that he had consulted with a number of Danes "of all classes,
and while they would be willing to contribute liberally to the
cause of innocence regardless of nationality, they feel the
guilty should be punished." 31 It is not clear from the newspaper accounts who the person was that did it, but the letter
in which these remarks appear was read at the first or earlier
pardons board hearing on January 13.
The Pardon Board Acts
At a late afternoon hour on January 21, 1908, after due
deliberation, the Minnesota State Pardons Board granted the
appeal of Peter Mathiasen as presented by his attorneys and
the Danish Americans who took up his cause. His sentence
was changed from death to life in prison.
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Sophus Neble who had bravely appealed to all Danes and
Danish Americans was home in Omaha having supper
when, from St. Paul, he received this telegram: PETER
MATHIASEN HAS BEEN GRANTED MERCY. Everything
that could be done, was done. Mr. Neble could now relax. It
must also be said, however, that he never published in any
subsequent issue of his newspaper the rationale for the
pardons board's action. Perhaps this was never fully
conveyed to him, but it is an important part of Mathiasen's
story. Specifically, this is what the pardons board said:
"Peter Nielsen Mathiasen, Application for Commutation Considered by the Board at a regular meeting thereof
January 13, 1908 - commutation granted January 21, 1908
to life imprisonment for the reason that it was made to
appear to the Board that the jury, in reaching their verdict in
this case were of the opinion that if, as a part of their verdict,
they recommended the defendant to the mercy of the court,
he could only be punished by life imprisonment and not by
the death penalty. That it was only because of this belief that
the jury found the defendant guilty. While the Board is not in
doubt as to the guilt of the defendant, it feels that human life
should not be taken pursuant to a verdict under which the
jury rendering it believed such punishment could not be
afflicted." 32 (italics mine)
Questions
Anyone who does the historical research on this long and
fascinating story will recognize its importance for Danish
immigration history. A few questions remain, however. One
has to do with the fact that in Mathiasen' s case it took the
pardons board two sessions to reach a decision. Why did the
board extend its hearing on January 13 to a second session on
January 21? No court reporter record of the hearing exists, or
if it does, its location is unknown; so we have to accept the
only explanation available. According to Sophus Neble,
Graham Torrance was Mathiasen' s advocate at the January
13 hearing. The chief justice of the state supreme court,
however, so intimidated the young Mr. Torrance that he
made a poor presentation. His voice quivered when he
spoke, and he forgot to present some of the legal material he
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had prepared. Another lawyer present, C. A. Quist by
name, attempted without success to assist Torrance in this
embarrassing situation. Then, for reasons unexplained, the
hearing was extended one week. 33
This raises another question which at first may seem
unimportant: who was C. A. Quist? One might assume he
was a secondary figure in Mathiasen's tragic story. Not so!
Quist played a major role. Sophus Neble called him "vor
Landsmand" (our countryman) 34 ; so he must have been a
Dane. Neble further insisted that Quist worked diligently for
Mathiasen's cause. It was C. A. Quist who urged Neble to
come to Minnesota in advance of the January 21 hearing and
who, before he did this, sent a long telegram to Neble stating
that he (Quist) had taken the initative to launch an investigation of Mathiasen's case. Moreover, he had spent three hours
with the governor going over the transcript of Mathiasen' s
trial. His telegram ended with these words: "I can assure
you it is my conviction there is reasonable ground for
you (Mr. Neble) to continue the fight you have begun." 35
Obviously, C. A. Quist had political clout. Three hours
spent with the governor is not time granted to just anyone!
One wonders, was Mr. Quist as opposed to the death
penalty as Governor Johnson? If so, and capital punishment
was the primary issue that motivated him to strongly urge a
continuation of Neble's fight for Mathiasen's, does this not
make justice a secondary issue in this case? Perhaps the
opposition to capital punishment and the concern for ju'stice
are so intertwined here that one can't untangle them.
A third question needs to be asked: was Murten S. Munn
executed on the day he and Mathiasen were scheduled to
hang together? It may seem irrelevant to ask, since, for our
purposes, Munn' s story is incidental to Mathiasen' s. Nevertheless, when Judge Wm. S. McClenahan learned that
Mathiasen' s sentence had been commuted, he sent a message
to Governor Johnson requesting that Munn's sentence be
commuted, too. And this was done! In Munn's case, Judge
McClenahan claimed, there were extenuating circumstances
which in Mathiasen' s case there were not. 36 The obvious
point is that had Mathiasen' s sentence not been changed,
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neither would Munn's sentence have been changed; so
ultimately the action taken by the Danes saved two men
from hanging.
Incarceration

From his prison cell in Bemidji, Peter Mathiasen wrote a
letter to Sephus Neble thanking him for all his efforts and
requesting him to extend, through his newspaper, a greeting
of appreciation to "all the dear American Danes" who came
to his aid. 37 Four days later, on January 29, 1908, Peter
Nielsen Mathiasen became prisoner 2321 at the Minnesota
State Prison at Stillwater. According to his admissions chart,
his body build was medium stout; his height - five feet nine
and three-eighths inches; his weight - 142 pounds; his hair
- light chocolate; his beard - sandy; his eyes - light blue.
He declared himself to be single and said both his parents
were deceased; he indicated two brothers, Anton and Chris;
and two sisters, Caroline Hansen and Mary Petersen, all
living in Denmark. 38
The job to which Mathiasen was assigned was in the
prison twine factory. He was paid by the state for his labor,
and his performance and behavior were uniformly good.
One prison official wrote: "Since his committment (sic), his
conduct has been excellent and he has at all times shown a
disposition to do what he is told and be as efficient in his
work as possible." 39 On August 16, 1914, Mathiasen's right
hand was caught in the cogs of a machine while it was
running. The bodily damage was severe; only about an inch
of the index finger and part of Mathiasen's thumb remained.
Upon recovery, for a period of time, he worked in the prison
hospital. Here, too, his record of behavior was good. He was
regarded as "honest, truthful and dependable."
At Stillwater, Mathiasen enrolled in a number of correspondence courses. In this way, he learned to read and write
the English language. Reading through the letters in his
prison file, many of which for whatever reason were never
sent, one gets the impression that he was eventually capable
of expressing himself in English as well as or even better than
in Danish.
The official record shows that, after 1920, Peter Mathia-30-

sen wrote volumes of letters. Those to relatives in Denmark,
one assumes, were written in Danish, as is probable were
those to the people who became his Danish American
suppert group. The many letters he wrote to new friends,
however, must have been written in English. Most, it seems,
were to women whom he met when they came to visit their
relatives in prison. One of them wanted to marry him. With
his consent, going through legal channels, permission was
sought to do so. This, however, was denied. 40 Another
woman with whom he corresponded was Margrethe
Knudsen of Tacoma, Washington. Peter, it seems, pleaded
that she "wait for him." This may have led her to believe he
soon would be free to marry. Prison authorities intervened
to inform the young lady of Mathiasen' s life sentence, ana
this was the end of that affair.
Out of his earnings account, Mathiasen contributed
liberally to a variety of religious and charitable organizations. Of special interest to people of Danish descent is the
record of his gift to 'The Danish Central Committee" of
Minneapolis and St. Paul. His contribution was designated
for this committee's work in trying to build a home for old ·
people. "I shall be glad to donate $50 or more to this fund,"
Mathiasen wrote, "if the Committee will accept it." 41 H~ did
more than contribute to institutions, however. On ·· a
systematic schedule of payments approved by the warden,
Mathiasen supported the widow of a friend who died ir\
prison. He also supported, on a regular basis, a girl in
Minneapolis named Nellie. She had two small children and
no husband. 42
For almost twenty years Peter Mathiasen lived in the
hope that one day his case would again come before the
pardons board. To sustain himself in this hope he wrote
letters of appeal to a variety of state, county, and city · :
officials. It appears that a number of these were never sent.
With help from three different lawyers at three different
times, however, he was encouraged, and attempts were
made to apply for a rehearing of his case before the pardons
board. 43 All this was to no avail. Mathiasen was imprison~d
for life, and under the law, until he had served 23 years, 11
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months, and 18 days, he could not be considered for parole.
On the last day of August, 1926, more than 18 years after
being admitted to the state prison, Peter Mathiasen' s life
took a dramatic turn. He began acting strangely and was put
in the detention ward for observation. About two weeks
later he was diagnosed as suffering from mental depression.
This was not considered serious enough to continue holding
him in detention, however. Therefore, he was returned to his
cell and daily routine. During the next two months his
depression deepened, however, and he was again admitted
to detention. This time, upon observation and psychiatric
evaluation, it was determined that Peter Mathiasen was
insane. He was now having serious delusions. He claimed to
be the brother of Christ and said the Virgin Mary was his
mother. He also claimed he had seen God and Christ, and
they had spoken to him. Further, he said 6000 chapters of the
Bible were missing. If these were available, everyone would
know who he was. Sometimes he talked gibberish and made
strange gestures with his hands. Something happened to him
in his childhood, he said, and he kept talking about a red
cap. The doctor recommended that he be committed to the
state asylum for the dangerously insane. 44
On January 27, 1927, exactly 19 years after his arrival in
Stillwater, Peter Mathiasen was transferred to his new place
of residence in St. Peter. He was confined in the asylum for
the dangerous insane only one year, however. Then,
probably because he was no longer considered dangerous, he
was moved to the state hospital - another building on the
same grounds at the same location. To begin with, he
complained about almost everything, and he begged to be
returned to Stillwater. Finally, he settled down, and for a
long period of time to managed a kiosk on the state hospital
ward. Here he sold stationery, tobacco, etc. to the patients.
One doctor at St. Peter noted: "Mathiasen claimed a number
of times that God commanded him to kill John Johnson." 45
From this one might easily conclude that being no longer of
sound mind, Mathiasen was free at last to confess his guilt.
Philip J. Juhl, former assistant superintendent of the Minnesota State Training School in Red Wing, cautions us, how-32-

ever, when he writes: "Conclusions based on things he
[Mathiasen] said when he was obviously so deranged
mentally can hardly be considered valid." 46 It is something
to think about. (Mr. Juhl, by the way, is the only person outside state hospital officials who has seen Mathiasen' s medical
and psychiatric records.)
Death came to Peter Mathiasen on October 15, 1947. He
was 69. Following an autopsy, which confirmed the
diagnosis of pernicious anemia made six months earlier, he
was buried in the St. Peter state hospital cemetery. 47
Nearly 40 years of Mathiasen' s life were spent in confinement - seven months in Beltrami County jail at Bemidji, 19
years in the state prison in Stillwater, one year in the asylum
for the dangerous insane at St. Peter, and about 19 years in
what is now called the Minnesota State Security Hospital,
also
at St.
Peter.
What
a sorrowful
story!
There is nothing more one can say, and yet - the ultimate
question still remains: was Peter Mathiasen guilty of
murder? The judge who presided at this trial, and those who
sat on the jury, thought he was. The pardons board
concurred. Sophus F. Neb le, on the other hand, and the
Danes who supported him, thought otherwise.
Epilogue
"Perhaps Peter Mathiasen did wrong. If he did, he
certainly paid for it. He was no ordinary hired hand from
Jutland and his crime was not ordinary. If that had been the
case, it is doubtful that so many prominent Danish Americans would have attempted to rescue him, first from Minnesota's gallows, and later from the state prison in Stillwater. I
for one do not condemn him. Nor am I embarrassed to say:
Peter Mathiasen was my father." 48 That is how Kristian
Hansen from Mariager spoke when he was interviewed by a
news reporter for the last in a series of four Peter Mathiasen
articles published in Denmark, in 1965.
Until he was about 60 years old Kristian Hansen didn't
know his father's name. Nor, until he was about 50, did he
know who his mother was. The discovery of his parents'
identity came slowly, and in a roundabout way.
At the time of his confirmation, when he was about 14,
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and known in his school and community as Kristian Hansen
Petersen, it was required of him by the church that he
present his baptismal certificate. To his great surprise he
learned that his name thereon was Hansen, not Petersen; and
in the rubic provided for his parents' names there were no
names. Instead, there were only this number - 1451-A.
Understandably, the boy was upset. The first thing he did
was erase the name Petersen from all his school books. His
teacher became very angry with him for doing this, but
Kristian didn't care. He was angry, too, and deeply hurt.
Who were his parents? Where were they? Had they
abandoned him at birth? Why should he be different from
his peers in school and in his catechism class? He got no
answers.
What hurt young Kristian even more was the further
discovery that his foster parents had kept secret from him all
the letters that, over a period of years, his biological mother
had written to them. He found them tied together in a
bundle. From these, the one he "honestly stole" gave him the
first important clues as to who his mother was. Her original
home was near 0rtoft in the region of Vendsyssel, northern
Jutland. In 1906, however, she moved to Copenhagen
where, during the same year, she gave birth to Kristian, her
out-of-wedlock son. (Social conditions were very different in
1906 from what they are in Denmark today. Then, an unmarried, pregnant girl not only had to hide her shame; she
had to make her own way in the world. For the young Ms.
Hansen this was not an easy task.) The inheritance she had
from her parents' estate was too small to support herself and
her son. Therefore, she took whatever job she could find and
paid a family to provide private child care for her baby.
When this became too great a burden she placed him in an
orphanage. Then, something happened. Perhaps she fell in
love; perhaps she became ill; perhaps something else
changed the picture. At all events, for whatever reason,
before he reached the age of five, she made arrangements to
have Kristian permanently placed in a foster home. She
urged his foster parents to give him a happy childhood and
to rear him as a good human being. She also told them that
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with help from her two brothers she was prepared to provide
some financial support for her son, if needed. All this was in
the letter that Kristian took and kept for himself. It seemed
to have the tone of a business transaction. Yet, beneath its
words, he sensed his mother's deep and abiding love.
Eventually, she married and had several children.
Kristian Hansen often fantasized about someday meeting
his mother, face-to-face, but nothing ever came of this.
When she died, however, he received a portion from her
estate. He was 50 years old at the time. Not long thereafter
he also received a picture of her. "My mother was an
attractive, lovely lady," he said, "I also believe she was a
very good woman." 49
After his mother's death, Kristian Hansen began making
inquiries of various people and institutions in and around the
town, Skaeve, located in the region of Vendsyssel. He
learned among other things that when his mother went to
Copenhagen to give birth to him, his father, unaware that a
child was on the way, took off for America. Little by little,
he picked up other bits and pieces of information. Some of it
made him think that maybe his father wasn't worth remembering, but then in 1965, when he was almost 60 years old,
some friendly people in Skaeve gave him an old, useless deed
dated September 1, 1906. It was for the farm called
"Krogen," and the signature thereon was that of Peter
Mathiasen. Together with other data he had on hand it now
seemed reasonable for Kristian Hansen to conclude and to
claim that he was Peter Mathiasen's son. What came next is
also interesting. Someone gave Kristian Hansen a picture of
Peter Mathiasen. It was a handsome portrait professionally
taken in Minnesota where Mathiasen at the time was in the
Beltrami county jail awaiting the outcome of his fate. This
picture, Kristian Hansen said, gave him the same feeling of
pride and satisfaction that any sixteen-year-old would have
felt upon receiving the first picture of his or her beloved.
"That parable may be faulty," he added, "but how could it
be otherwise? I am just a number and have always been a
number [nothing more. ]" so
Through various newspaper accounts Peter Mathiasen' s
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story became fairly well known in Denmark. Kristian Hansen gracefully accepted everything that was written. "I only
wish my father's existence had been made known to me
earlier in life," he said, "I might then have been able to help
him; give him a little of that light and hope which he needed
more than most people." 51
As far as this writer is concerned, there is no hard
evidence that Kristian Hansen's claim is true. It is a known
fact, however, that before coming to America, for a brief
period of time, Peter Mathiasen did own the farm identified
as "Krogen." It is also known that he sold this farm following
the break in his engagement to a girl from the district of
Taars. 52 She was of a very wealthy family, however, and it
is not reasonable to conclude that she was Kristian Hansen's
mother. A stronger possibility is Thora Hansen - the
woman whom Peter Mathiasen wrote to from his prison cell
in Stillwater no less than eleven times during 1921. 53 The
question of who she really was, however, remains a
mystery.
In 1966, because of his long interest in the Peter
Mathiasen story, the prominent American Dane, Olaf R.
Juhl and his wife Maren, visited Kristian Hansen in Denmark. They came away fully convinced of his claim. Later,
knowing of Thorvald Hansen's and my interest in the
Mathiasen story, Olaf expressed caution, saying we should
be careful to write nothing that in any way might embarrass
Kristian Hansen. Following through on this concern he
wrote in 1986 to the Danes Worldwide Archives in Aalborg
and inquired what information they might have on Peter
Mathiasen, and was Kristian Hansen still living? The answer
he got back was that Kristian Hansen died November 26,
1976. 54 He was for many years the caretaker of the churchyard (cemetery) in Mariager - south of Aalborg and east of
Hobro.
To have written this story without regard to Olaf Juhl's
interest, opinion, and concern would (for me) have been
unthinkable. Hence, this epilogue and the manner in which it
is written.
-36-
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